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    For every curious mind that loves a good puzzle—may you always follow the crumbs that lead to discovery.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Every mystery begins with a question—and the courage to look closer."
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Chapter 1: The Fair Begins
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Bright banners rippled in the warm breeze, casting splashes of color over the crowded school yard. Max Turner shifted his backpack, feeling the straps press against his shoulders as the scent of buttery popcorn curled through the air. The fair buzzed with voices, laughter, and the soft clatter of game prizes being won.
Across the yard, Lily Brooks waved from behind the lemonade stand, her green shirt gleaming in the afternoon light. The golden sun caught in her hair as she poured a drink for a grinning customer. Max smiled back, but his gaze slid toward the snack bar, where trays of cookies and candy sat in neat rows. Even in the noisy cheer of the fair, his mind ticked like a clock, scanning for patterns. Somewhere beneath the joy, he felt a tug of curiosity, a faint itch that something in the scene might not be quite right.
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Sam Carter strolled toward Max, balancing a paper tray piled high with cookies, the chocolate scent drifting upward. His dark hair gleamed in the sun as he grinned. “Best fair ever,” he said, taking a bite and nodding toward the music-filled stage.
Max’s eyes lingered on the snack bar behind Sam. The shelves looked half-empty, though the fair had only been underway a short while. A faint shadow passed across his thoughts, but he said nothing yet. Near the cotton candy machine, Zoe Hill’s auburn pigtails bounced as she handed a cone to a small boy. She laughed, her cheeks pink from the steam, unaware of Max’s growing focus. The chatter of the crowd swirled around them, but Max’s gaze kept returning to the missing rows of treats, each gap marking a silent question in his mind.
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Benji Sparks darted through the fair, clutching a shiny balloon shaped like a rocket, its bright colors bobbing wildly. His light-brown hair stuck up in tufts from the breeze, and he grinned as he passed Max.
Max’s attention shifted to the candy counter nearby. It looked strangely bare, as though someone had swept away more than the usual handful of sweets. The thought pricked at him, sharp and insistent. Across the yard, Mia Dawson stood near the raffle table, her sandy-brown hair catching glints of sunlight as she chatted with Mr. Harper. Mr. Harper’s salt-and-pepper hair shone under the fair lights while his hands moved quickly, counting strips of tickets. The moment seemed ordinary, but Max’s mind filed every detail away, piecing together a picture that felt incomplete. Somewhere in this cheerful chaos, a quiet puzzle was waiting to be solved.
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Principal Green stepped onto the stage, his crisp green blazer catching the afternoon glow. He spoke into the microphone, announcing the next contest with a voice that rolled over the crowd like a drumbeat. Children cheered, their excitement rising.
Max listened only halfway. His gaze had locked onto a faint trail of crumbs leading away from the snack bar. The crumbs glimmered against the sunlit pavement
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